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Looking at Leont’ev, Engestrom, & Wertsch, what are their main differences and similarities among the authors’ units of analysis for the study of human thinking? What are the key points of agreement? What difference to their differences make?

When choosing a unit of analysis, a researcher needs to consider what they think will best represent the whole of the phenomenon at hand and avoid reductionism.  With this in mind, in order to discern a proper unit of analysis when studying human, social, and cultural development, Leont’ev, Engestrom, and Wertsch all focus on the central themes of mediation and activity.  Mediating artifacts, or in Wertsch’s terms mediational means or cultural tools, provide us with a concept that breaks down the internal-external, individual-society barriers with which social sciences and psychology often struggle.  As a result, a focus on mediation brings the individual’s mind into conversation with culture and society.   It makes possible an interconnection of agency and structure.  However, these three authors do not agree as to what should be the proper unit of analysis when working with mediation, activity, the individual, and society as a whole.  


Activity theory, the framework of analysis for Leont’ev and Engestrom, holds that activity is the context for mediation.  Mediation, here, is the means by which collective activity takes place and knowledge of the surrounding world develops.  It proposes that people gain knowledge through their interactions with the historical, cultural, social, and material environments. People are always situated in time, space, and relation to each other. A person relates to nature only through other people, which means that work – activity – is mediated both by physical tools and the social world.  Context, specifically the activity at hand, and person are co-constructed and co-developed.

Consequently, activity theorists use activity as their primary unit of analysis to understand how this mediation works.  Furthermore, activity should be studied in its simplest form, treated as dynamic not static, contextualized rather than isolated.  

Both Leont’ev and Engestrom see collective activity systems, based in Marx’s idea of labor, as social and collaborative in nature and driven by an object-related motive.  Labor -- the way in which nature is mediated by tools -- is a collective activity, not an individual act.  Actions, and their conscious motives, are the goal-directed methods through which an activity is realized. Operations, the methods of actions, are automatic, and driven by the surrounding material and social environments.  Activity theory has two categories of instruments, technical tools and psychological tools. Technical tools are means by which a subject controls or changes an object.  Psychological tools are external embodiments (such as representations) of the active co-production of tools by all parties involved in the communication process, by which a person controls or changes behavior.

Leont’ev (1972) understands activity to be a constantly modifying structure, in which a person moves beyond direct sensory experience to a level of self-reflection and co-construction of meaning and goals.  It is in this later, higher level is where mediation takes place.  In Leont’ev’s version of activity theory, individuals get to know their physical environment through mediated social engagement. Activity emerges from this relationship of “reciprocal transformations” between subject and object (Leont’ev: 46).  A study of mediation, in this case, focuses on labor, material culture as well as people. For Leont’ev, it is social rules that define how the collective divides up the work of the natural world.

For Engestrom, a central issue of activity theory is the object, as it is the object that connects an individual’s actions to the collective activity system (Engestrom, 1999).  It is the projection from object to outcome that is the motive behind a person’s actions.   As described in Learning by Expanding
, Engestrom takes the two categories of mediational tools and arranges them into a hierarchy, where the lower tier consists of technological tools, and the higher of psychological tools.  Tools broaden influence; signs raise it.  In other words, Engestrom sees history in tools.


The work of Wertsch, although it also focuses on mediation and action, cannot be considered activity theory.  For him, the activity is not the context for everything else, rather mediation action, his unit of analysis, is in a larger cultural-historical context from which it is inseparable. Actions perform, presuppose and create the context in which they occur (Wertsch, p. 95).


 Culture here is not neutral; it is a frame through which we mediate the world.  For example, the way in which an actor and their position in the world are chosen for study is never a neutral decision.  It always mediated by one’s cultural context, and includes relations of power and resistance. Another differences between Wertsch’s ideas on mediation and activity theory, is that Wertsch wants to get away from the notion of history as progress. By taking mediation action as a unit of analysis, history, culture, and activity are always considered relative to each other.  It is very important to Wertsch that objectivity is only relative, not essential.


Wertsch sees activity theory making a mistake to consider activity as motivated by a single goal. He finds that such a limitation derives from approaching a problem from only a single perspective.  In fact, to do so does not put the analyzer ‘in the middle’ (Wertsch, p. 141), but keeps them on one end of the complex dialectics that mediation is supposed to escape.  By looking at mediated action, we can open up the view to other aspects of the situation at hand.  It can illuminate a great deal about both the production and consumption of cultural tools (the later of which is often forgotten).  It can helps us see that we can never know exactly how a mediational means will be used – and as a result, we can never truly define a single overarching activity.


Wertsch is concerned with activity theory’s potential to reduce the human to the social, and vice versa. Specifically, he wants to point out that within different cultural narratives, different action or actors have different meaning. For him reflection equals selection which equals deflection (Wertsch, p. 17 and 91).  As a result, he does not consider individual action to be only part of a larger activity, but an activity in its own right.  Here, mediation action is the irreducible tensions between the acting agent and the mediational means (or, interchangeably, cultural tools).   It both enables and constrains.  In this same light, Wertsch does not differentiate between different types of cultural tools.  He sees them all, material and psychological, equally able to transform human consciousness and social relations.


However, he does agree with activity theory that agents learn through action, and social relations are the basis through which this knowledge is gained.  He also agrees that tools can become actions, and an actions purpose may dissolve into instrumentality.  Also, all three authors agree that action is goal oriented and situated, although within what might be different (general context or a larger single activity).  Rules of both the activity systems of activity theory and Wertsch’s mediated actions are tacit, conventional, and flexible, yet their communication and agreement among a collective is vital for any goal to be achieved.

All three authors approaches agree that mediated actions is the proper unit of analysis, as mediation is an answer to a connection between a person and the surrounding world, social and natural. However complimentary, they do consider mediated action slightly differently.  For Leont’ev and Engestrom, medication action is the whole of the context.  For Wertsch, it is within a yet larger context.  It is important to remember is that these theories are all only analytical tools, simplifications to provide us with a starting point of discussing development, work, social relations, and culture.  As Wertsch is very good at reminding us, there is never a way from the inside to see all perspectives and details, or from the outside to understand what it is like to be on the inside.  The best we can do is to use these tools to look beyond dialectics, explore the middle spaces, and compare different analysis.

� On page 13 of the student version of this article, in the paragraph that begins “The latter, hierarchical characterization is essential. In my interpretation, we may actually distinguish…”.
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